Effects of prenatal exposure to morphine on the development of sexual behavior in rats.
Females exposed to morphine sulfate in utero (5-10 mg/kg twice a day on days 11-18 of gestation) displayed precocious vaginal opening and had increased body weight from the 8th week after weaning. In addition, there was a substantial inhibition in adult feminine sexual behavior. Male rats that received either morphine or saline prenatally did not show any body weight differences, and most of the measures of masculine sexual behavior did not differ between the two groups. However, the male rats exposed to morphine had a significantly shorter post-ejaculatory intromission latency than the saline controls. Examination of cytosol estrogen receptor levels in the hypothalamus-preoptic area (HPOA) of both saline and morphine sulfate-treated female rats revealed essentially identical patterns of depletion and replenishment. Additionally, estrogen treatment was equally effective at inducing HPOA progestin receptor synthesis in both groups. These results show that prenatal morphine treatment at the times and dose level administered disrupts the development of reproductive function in females but has only minor effects on male reproductive function.